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Distant Reading Garden Novels in UVic Library Databases

My doctoral dissertation explores how nineteenth-century British novelists used certain garden
spaces—such as summer-houses, shrubberies, and lime-walks—to signal that characters commit
social transgressions. A significant part of my argument is that this trope of garden
transgressions extends across genres in the nineteenth century and, importantly, through both
canonical and noncanonical novels.

With tens of thousands of nineteenth-century British novels to choose from, | struggled to
identify books that had significant garden scenes. At that point, I turned to a research method
known as distant reading (see Moretti). Distant reading, often defined in comparison to close
reading, involves scanning digitized texts in order to search for data patterns, with one of the
main benefits being that you are able to “read” more texts than any one human could physically
read on their own. Fortunately, the corpus with which I work is out of copyright, so many of the
novels are digitized on sites like Google Books or Project Gutenberg. However, because | am
interested in obscure as well as well-known novels, often these popular sites did not have all the
texts | needed. Here is where the library proved invaluable to my research.

Having access to specialized databases of digitized texts, notably Eighteenth-Century
Collections Online, Nineteenth-Century Collections Online, the Biodiversity Heritage Library,
and Gale’s Archives of Sexuality and Gender: Sex and Sexuality, Sixteenth to Twentieth Century,
gave me the opportunity to build my own database of garden texts based on how many times
each of my specific garden spaces occurs in each novel.

| used a simple control+find search method to count the number of occurrences of each garden
space in the texts | was searching, and then | entered all of that data into an Excel spreadsheet
before graphing the data to present at conferences and in my dissertation (see Appendix A). Not
only did our library resources enable me to conduct innovative quantitative research (a rarity in
the Humanities), but they also introduced me to texts that I might never have otherwise
encountered. In the British Library’s Private Case Collection (accessed via the Archives of
Sexuality and Gender), for example, I discovered that summer-houses occur frequently in
nineteenth-century pornography, which led to me write an entire section of my dissertation on
“Sex in the Summer-House,” a section that I am currently expanding into an article to submit to
Victorian Literature and Culture. Before beginning my distant reading research in our library’s
databases, | had no experience with nineteenth-century novels like The Romance of Lust (1873)
or Venus in India (1889), but now they inform a significant aspect of my argument: even in the
most transgressive novels, summer-houses still facilitate next-level deviance for characters,
strengthening my overall claim that trope of garden transgressions functions across genres.

Our library’s databases allowed me to conduct original research that ultimately changed the
shape of my dissertation for the better.
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Appendix A: Garden Data

Appendix A.1: Total occurrences of “summer-house” in nineteenth-century novels

"Summer-House"

Man and Wife (1870)

The Romance of Lust (1873)
The Evil Genius (1886)
Colonel Quaritch, VC (1888)
Woman in White (1860)

The Perpetual Curate (1864)
Aurora Floyd (1863)

Hester (1883)

A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873)
The Prisoner of Zenda (1894)
Tylney Hall (1834)

On the Face of the Waters (1896)
Armadale (1866)

Novel Titles

Vivian Grey (1826)

Poor Miss Finch (1872)

The Miser’s Daughter, vol. 1 (1842)
No Name (1862)

A Laodicean (1881)

Joan Haste (1895)

Venus in India (1889)

Moonfleet (1898)

The Old Curiosity Shop (1841)

A Life’s Morning (1888)
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Appendix A.2: Total occurrences of “shrubbery” in nineteenth-century novels

No Name (1862)

The Moonstone (1868)

The Master of Ballantrae (1889)
Mansfield Park (1814)

Lady Audley’s Secret (1862)
St. Martin’s Eve (1866)

A Dark Night's Work (1863)
Armadale (1866)

Clara Vaughan (1864)

A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873)
The Lady's Walk (1883)

The Evil Genius (1886)

The Eustace Diamonds (1871)
The Secret Garden (1911)
The American Senator (1877)
Melincourt (1817)

Old Mr. Tredgold (1895)
Aurora Floyd (1863)

Novel Titles

Dawn (1884)

Emma (1815)

Desperate Remedies (1871)

The Daughters of Danaus (1894)
The Ladies Lindores (1883)

The Tenant of Wildfell Hall (1848)
Small House at Allington (1864)
The Romance of Lust (1873)
Hester (1883)

The Law and the Lady (1875)
The History of Pendennis (1850)
Ralph the Heir (1871)

"Shrubbery"
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Number of Occurrences of "Shrubbery" or Variation
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Appendix A.3: Total occurrences of “lime-walk” in nineteenth-century novels

Lady Audley’s Secret (1862)

The Perpetual Curate (1864)
Rookwood (1834)

Middlemarch (1872)

At His Gates (1872)

The Silence of Dean Maitland (1886)
Doctor Cupid (1887)

A Rose in June (1874)

Whiteladies (1875)

Adam Bede (1859)

The Three Brother (1870)

Novel Titles

Agnes (1866)

The Newcomes (1854)

Sir George Tressady (1896)

It Was a Lover and His Lass (1883)
Dawn (1884)

The History of Pendennis (1850)
Vivian Grey (1826)

The Lancashire Witches (1849)
News from Nowhere (1890)

An Odd Couple (1875)

"Lime-Walk"
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Number of Occurrences of "Lime-Walk" or Variation

30



Appendix A.4: Overall total of occurrences of garden terms in nineteenth-century novels

Man and Wife (1870)

The Romance of Lust (1873)
Lady Audley’s Secret (1862)
No Name (1862)

The Perpetual Curate (1864)
The Law and the Lady (1875)
The Evil Genius (1886)

The Woodlanders (1887)

The Moonstone (1868)

The Secret Garden (1911)

A Pair of Blue Eyes (1873)
Woman in White (1860)
Wacousta (1832)
Middlemarch (1872)

Aurora Floyd (1863)

Armadale (1866)

The Master of Ballantrae (1889)
Hester (1883)

The History of Pendennis (1850)
Jane Eyre (1847)

Elizabeth and her German Garden (1898)
Colonel Quaritch, VC (1888)
Vivian Grey (1826)

Rookwood (1834)

The Water of the Wonderous Isles (1897)
A Dark Night's Work (1863)
The Lancashire Witches (1849)
St. Martin’s Eve (1866)
Mansfield Park (1814)

Emma (1815)

Dawn (1884)

Cradock Nowell (1866)

The Virginians (1857)

The Manxman (1894)

Black Beauty (1877)

A Dream of John Ball (1888)
Vicar of Bullhampton (1870)
Desperate Remedies (1871)
Clara Vaughan (1864)

At His Gates (1872)

Alice Lorraine (1875)

A Laodicean (1881)

The Prisoner of Zenda (1894)
Doctor Cupid (1887)

Novel Titles

Total Garden Terms
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